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Lattice contraction during amorphization by mechanical alloying
C. Suryanarayanaa兲 and Satyajeet Sharmab兲
Department of Mechanical, Materials and Aerospace Engineering, University of Central Florida,
Orlando, Florida 32816-2450, USA

共Received 27 July 2008; accepted 26 September 2008; published online 17 November 2008兲
Amorphization has been achieved in blended elemental Fe-based multicomponent alloy powders by
mechanical alloying. The effect of Nb addition to the Fe42Ni28Zr10−xNbxB20 alloy in the composition
range of 1 – 6 at. % Nb has been investigated and it was shown that the glass-forming ability 共GFA兲
of the alloys, defined as the milling time required to produce an amorphous phase, improved with
Nb addition. The improvement was not regular; the highest GFA was achieved at an Nb level of
2 at. %. Associated with the amorphization process, lattice contraction was noted. The processes of
occurrence of the amorphous phase in this alloy system, maximum GFA in the alloy with 2 at. %
Nb, and lattice contraction were explained on the basis of the atomic strain model developed first for
binary alloys and extended later to ternary and multicomponent alloys, and the change in
coordination number with the size ratio of the constituent atoms. © 2008 American Institute of
Physics. 关DOI: 10.1063/1.3020531兴
I. INTRODUCTION

Metallic glasses or amorphous alloys are solid materials
in which the constituent atoms are arranged in a random
manner with no long-range periodicity. Since their first synthesis in a Au–Si eutectic alloy in 1960 by Klement et al.1
metallic glasses were synthesized in a number of binary, ternary, and higher-order alloy systems. These metallic glasses
have interesting combination of physical, chemical, mechanical, and magnetic properties, which make them attractive for different applications. As a result, there has been
significant interest in understanding the structure and properties of these materials for the last few decades.2–6 High
cooling rates of ⬎105 K / s were required to produce glassy
alloys in the past and consequently the products of rapid
solidification processing 共RSP兲 were in the form of flakes,
ribbons, or powders with section thicknesses of less than
about 50 m. By increasing the number of components in
the alloy system and choosing the appropriate compositions,
the critical cooling rate required to produce glassy alloys has
been brought down to as low as 10−1 – 102 K / s 共Ref. 7兲.
This, along with the development of new casting techniques,
led to the synthesis of glassy alloys with a diameter of several tens of millimeters.7–11 Such alloys with a large section
thickness and high glass-forming ability 共GFA兲 are now referred to as bulk metallic glasses 共BMGs兲. The largest section thickness 共or diameter兲 of a rod that could be produced
in a fully glassy condition is 72 mm in a water-quenched
Pd-30 at. % Cu-10 at. % Ni-20 at. % P alloy.12 However,
for the successful synthesis of new and improved alloy compositions that could be cast into still thicker sections in a
fully glassy state, it is of fundamental importance to understand the reasons for and also to be able to predict or empirically determine alloy compositions that have high GFA. Ala兲
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ternately, a clear knowledge of the mechanism of glass
formation would also help in synthesizing better glassy alloys.
Glass formation in an alloy system is complex and therefore it is difficult to correctly predict the GFA of alloys.
However, consistent efforts in this direction led to the development of a few simple criteria based upon the most important requirement for glass formation, viz., that formation of a
crystalline phase needs to be completely suppressed or
avoided on solidification from the melt. Even though a number of criteria have been developed to explain the GFA of
liquid alloys, the most important ones were as follows:
共i兲
共ii兲

the critical cooling rate for glass formation; the lower
the critical cooling rate the higher is the GFA, and
the reduced glass transition temperature, Trg 共=Tg / Tl,
where Tg is the glass transition temperature and Tl is
the liquidus temperature兲; the higher the Trg value the
higher is the GFA.13,14

As a corollary to the second criterion, deep eutectic compositions were found to be most prone to glass formation.
Inoue et al.7,15,16 proposed three criteria that need to be satisfied to form the BMGs, viz., 共a兲 a minimum of three components, 共b兲 significant 共⬎12%兲 difference in atomic sizes of
the constituent elements, and 共c兲 large negative heats of mixing among the constituent elements. However, since it was
not possible to satisfactorily explain glass formation in different alloy systems, especially the high GFA of some of the
BMG alloys, a number of new criteria have been proposed
during the last few years.17–26 The important criteria based
on the glass transformation temperatures are summarized in
Table I. Among these, although not perfect and some exceptions have been noted, the ␥ parameter,18,19 defined as ␥
= Tx1 / 共Tg + Tl兲, where Tx1 is the first crystallization temperature of the glassy alloy, seems to most satisfactorily explain
the GFA of a majority of the alloys.
Mechanical alloying 共MA兲 is a technique that involves
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TABLE I. Summary of the quantitative criteria proposed to evaluate the
GFA of liquid alloys.
GFA parameter
Trg
⌬Tx
␣
␤
␥
␥m

␦

␤m

Equation

Ref.

Trg = Tg / Tl
⌬Tx = Tx − Tg
␣ = Tx / Tl
␤ = 1 + 共Tx / Tl兲 = 1 + ␣
␥ = Tx / 共Tg + Tl兲
␥m = 共2Tx − Tg兲 / Tl
␦ = Tx / 共Tl − Tg兲
 = Trg共⌬Tx / Tg兲0.143
␤m = 共Tx ⫻ Tg兲 / 共Tl − Tx兲2

13 and 14
15 and 16
17
17
18 and 19
20
21
22
23

repeated cold welding, fracturing, and rewelding of powder
particles in a high-energy ball mill. It has been shown that
this technique is capable of producing all the metastable constitution effects achievable by RSP.27,28 Additionally, since
MA is carried out at room or near-room temperature, the
restrictions imposed by phase diagrams are not applicable
and therefore it is possible to achieve alloying between metals that are usually immiscible.27,28 A specific advantage of
MA as applied to metallic glassy alloys is that the limitation
of section thickness noted in solidification methods can be
easily overcome. This is because the amorphous powders
produced by MA could be consolidated into bulk shapes of
any size in the temperature interval between Tg and Tx, i.e.,
in the supercooled liquid region, where the viscosity of the
alloy is very low. Further, it appears that the mechanism by
which an amorphous phase is formed is different between
solid-state processed and liquid-state processed alloys.
It was recently reported by Park et al.29,30 that addition
of an alloying element with a positive heat of mixing with a
constituent element in a given alloy system improves the
GFA and also the plasticity of the inherently brittle glassy
alloy. As part of a detailed study on the synthesis and characterization of Fe-based BMGs by the technique of MA, we
have recently synthesized a number of glassy alloys by this
technique.26,31–34 Therefore, it was decided to investigate
whether the GFA of the Fe-based alloys could also be enhanced by adding an element that has a positive heat of mixing with one of the constituent elements. While successfully
increasing the GFA of the alloy by adding Nb,35 we have also
identified that the onset of glass formation is associated with
a lattice contraction. Thus, the aim of the present paper is to
relate the GFA of the Fe-based Fe–Ni–Zr–Nb–B alloy to the
presence of Nb and then discuss the reasons for the formation of an amorphous phase in terms of the lattice strain that
occurs during MA. The element Nb was chosen as the alloying element based on its positive heat of mixing with Zr
共+17 kJ/ mol兲 and its atomic diameter of 0.2936 nm, which
is substantially larger than that of Fe 共0.2482 nm兲 and Ni
共0.2492 nm兲, but smaller than that of Zr 共0.3186 nm兲.

FIG. 1. XRD patterns of blended elemental powder mix of Fe42Ni28Zr10B20
共Nb-free alloy兲 as a function of milling time. Note that amorphization has
started at around 10 h of milling and complete amorphization is seen to
occur after about 20 h of milling. Mechanical crystallization of the amorphous powder has taken place on continued milling of the amorphous powder. This is clear from the presence of a relatively sharp peak at an angle
corresponding to about 43°.

Fe42Ni28Zr10−xNbxB20, with x = 0, 1, 2, 4, and 6. The subscripts here represent the composition of the element in the
powder mix in atomic percentage. MA was conducted in a
high-energy SPEX CertiPrep 8000 D shaker mill. For each
experiment, 10 g of the blended elemental powder mix and
100 g of hardened stainless steel balls were loaded into the
milling container, thus maintaining a ball-to-powder weight
ratio of 10:1 during milling. The ball sizes used were of 2
and 4 mm, to achieve better milling conditions. About
1 wt % of stearic acid was added as a process control agent
to prevent severe agglomeration of the powder to the vial
walls and/or the grinding medium. The weighing, blending,
loading, and unloading of the powders were carried out inside a glovebox with a controlled atmosphere of argon gas,
so as to minimize powder contamination.
The phase evolution during milling was monitored by
x-ray diffraction 共XRD兲 using a Rigaku x-ray diffractometer
with Cu K␣ radiation 共 = 0.15 406 nm兲 at 40 kV and 35 mA
settings. The XRD patterns were recorded in the 2 range of
30° – 90°. To check the reliability of peak positions, the XRD
unit was calibrated with a standard material 共pure quartz兲,
and occasionally the reference material was also mixed with
the milled powder. The peak positions in the XRD patterns
were determined by fitting the peaks to a Gaussian profile.
Identification of the phases present and calculation of the
lattice parameter were done using standard XRD
procedures.36 The GFA of the alloy was evaluated in terms of
the milling time required to form the glassy phase. The GFA
was considered higher if amorphization was achieved in a
shorter milling time.

II. EXPERIMENTAL PROCEDURE

Appropriate amounts of the pure elemental metal powders 共ⱖ99.9% purity兲 of Fe, Ni, Zr, Nb, and B were weighed
out and mixed together to obtain the desired composition of

III. RESULTS

Figure 1 shows the XRD patterns of the blended elemental powder mixture of Fe42Ni28Zr10−xNbxB20, with x = 0 共i.e.,
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FIG. 2. XRD patterns of blended elemental powder mix of
Fe42Ni28Zr8Nb2B20 as a function of milling time. Note the formation of an
amorphous phase on milling the powders for 5 h. Also note the shift in the
broad peak position on milling the powder for 8 and 10 h.

Nb-free alloy兲, as a function of milling time. While all the
expected diffraction peaks of Fe, Ni, and Zr are seen in the
as-blended powder i.e., without any milling兲, boron peaks
are not seen because of its low scattering factor and also
because it is amorphous. On the other hand, the powder
blend milled for 20 h clearly shows that complete amorphization of the powder mix has occurred, as evidenced by
the presence of a broad diffuse peak at the angular position
corresponding to the position of the crystalline 共110兲Fe peak.
Transmission electron microscopy and diffraction studies
have confirmed the presence of an amorphous phase in the
powder milled for 20 h. However, on further milling, devitrification of the amorphous phase is seen to start after about
40 h of milling, as indicated by sharpening of the diffuse
peak and occurrence of new low intensity peaks. This phenomenon, referred to as mechanical crystallization,32 has
also been noted in other powder blends subjected to MA.31,33
The time gap between the formation of the amorphous phase
and its crystallization on continued milling can be considered
as a measure of the stability of the amorphous phase during
MA.
Figure 2 shows the XRD patterns of the
Fe42Ni28Zr10−xNbxB20 powder mix, with x = 2, as a function
of milling time. It is noted that complete amorphization has
taken place on milling the powder for 5–8 h and that the
amorphous phase is stable till 10 h of milling time. Thus, it
may be noted that the GFA of the powder mix has improved
with increasing Nb content, noting, however, that the stability of the amorphous phase is lower in this alloy in comparison to that in the Nb-free alloy.
An important observation made during the experiment is
that the position of the diffuse peak, representing the amorphous phase that has formed on MA, has changed as a function of milling time. To get a better appreciation of the peak
shifts, the x-ray broad peaks were fitted to a Gaussian profile
and the 2 values of the peak were determined.
Figure 3 shows the XRD patterns of the

FIG. 3. XRD patterns of the blended elemental powder mix of
Fe42Ni28Zr10−xNbxB20 as a function of milling time. Note that formation of
the amorphous phase now occurs at 10 h in the powder blend with x = 4 共a兲
and at 15 h for the powder blend with x = 6 共b兲. That is amorphous phase
formation is significantly delayed in the powder blend with x = 6. Further,
similar to the other compositions, the broad peak indicating formation of the
amorphous phase has shifted with milling time.

Fe42Ni28Zr10−xNbxB20 powder mix, with x = 4 关Fig. 3共a兲兴 and
x = 6 关Fig. 3共b兲兴, as a function of milling time. Note that the
times required for the formation of the amorphous phase in
these powder blends are different. While the amorphous
phase had formed in about 10 h in the blend with x = 4, it had
formed at a longer time of milling, viz., 15 h in the blend
with x = 6. This time is much longer than in the other powder
blends containing Nb, and is in fact the longest. Thus, it can
be concluded that even though Nb addition has helped in
increasing the GFA, the magnitude of improvement was different at different Nb levels. Thus, while the time required
for the formation of the amorphous phase in the
Fe42Ni28Zr10−xNbxB20 powder mix, with x = 0 共i.e., Nb-free
alloy兲 was 20 h, it decreased to 10 h for x = 1, 8 h when x
= 2, 10 h for x = 4, and 15 h for x = 6. Stated differently, the
maximum GFA was achieved when x = 2 共Fig. 4兲.
Again, similar to the powder blend containing 2 at. %
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FIG. 4. 共Color online兲 GFA as a function of Nb content in the
Fe42Ni28Zr10−xNbxB20 powder blends. The GFA was evaluated as the time
required for amorphous phase formation. The shorter the time required the
higher is the GFA.

Nb, the position of the diffuse peak representing the amorphous phase has shifted with milling time. The values of 2
as a function of milling time are listed in Table II for different compositions. It is clear from this table that the variation
of the peak position with milling time is different, and that it
is also dependent on the Nb content in the powder blend. The
variation of the 2 value with milling time for the powder
blends with different Nb contents is shown in Fig. 5.
It is clear from Fig. 5 that during the early period of
milling, the 2 value corresponding to the broad diffuse peak
decreases with milling time. This is an expected trend since
dissolution of atoms with larger atomic diameters 共e.g., Ni,
Zr, and Nb兲 in the Fe solid solution dilates the lattice, increases the lattice parameter and therefore, the peaks shift to
lower angular positions in the XRD patterns. On continued
milling, the 2 value had unexpectedly shifted to higher angular positions and this coincided with the amorphization of
the powder. The arrow marks in the figure show the milling
times at which the amorphous phase formation was observed. This observation is quite fascinating since it indicates
the occurrence of lattice contraction during amorphization.
IV. DISCUSSION

The XRD patterns presented in Figs. 1–3 and the results
mentioned above clearly show that addition of Nb has a significant effect on the GFA of Fe42Ni28Zr10−xNbxB20 powder
mixtures on milling. The results show that addition of Nb has
increased the GFA of mechanically alloyed Fe-based alloys.
However, the improvement is not uniform; the amount of Nb

FIG. 5. 共Color online兲 Variation of the 2- values corresponding to the
diffuse broad peak with milling time for the different Fe42Ni28Zr10−xNbxB20
powder blends with x = 1, 2, 4, and 6 at. %. The arrow corresponds to the
time when the amorphous phase formation has been observed.

added appears to determine the GFA. The GFA improved
with increasing addition of Nb and then decreased on increasing the Nb beyond about 2 at. %. Therefore, it becomes
important for us to know the reasons for
•
•

the increase in GFA due to Nb addition, and
the maximum in the GFA in alloys containing 2 at. %
Nb.

Additionally, and more interestingly, we should also rationalize the lattice contraction that is associated with amorphization in these powder blends.
A. Role of Nb in increasing GFA

While discussing the role of Nb in increasing the GFA of
Fe-based powder blends, it may be useful to discuss it under
two different conditions—first, its role as an element that has
an atomic size different from the other elements in the powder mix and second, as an element that has a positive heat of
mixing with Zr. This will determine which of these two factors is more important in increasing the GFA.
It has been well known in literature on metallic glasses
that atomic sizes of the constituent atoms in the alloy play a
critical role on glass formation. As mentioned earlier, one of
the Inoue criteria is that the constituent elements should differ in their atomic sizes by ⬎12%. Significant differences in
the sizes of elements constituting the amorphous alloy has
been known to be important in formation of metallic
glasses.2–5 Cahn5 referred to this as the anti-Hume–Rothery

TABLE II. 2 values corresponding to the broad diffuse peak representing the amorphous phase in the
Fe42Ni28Zr10−xNbxB20 powder blends as a function of milling time.

Nb Content, x
共at. %兲
x=1
x=2
x=4
x=6

2 values of the broad peak at different milling times
0h

5h

8h

10 h

15 h

25 h

44.79
44.79
44.79
44.79

44.21
44.22
44.13
44.15

44.21
44.36
44.10
44.11

44.33
44.34
44.25
44.11

44.14
44.43
44.23
44.47

44.69
44.90
44.32
44.46
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rule since the Hume–Rothery rules predict that extensive
solid solutions form in binary alloy systems, especially those
based on noble metals, when the constituent atoms differ in
their atomic sizes by ⬍15%.
The presence of different sizes of atoms in an alloy helps
in efficient packing of atoms and increase the viscosity of the
melt and both these effects have been found to be beneficial
in the formation of metallic glasses.7,24,37–40 However, since
a liquid phase is not involved during amorphization by MA
共which is a completely solid-state processing method兲, this
argument will not be useful in explaining the increased GFA
of the present Fe-based alloy by Nb addition. But, it should
be noted that the presence of atoms of different sizes introduces significant strain into the crystal lattice and it is this
increase in the strain energy that raises the free energy of the
crystalline phase 共above that of the hypothetical amorphous
phase兲, which helps in the stabilization of the amorphous
phase. We will discuss this further in the later sections.
Preliminary investigations suggest that the positive heat
of mixing between Nb and Zr does not appear to directly
help in increasing the GFA of the alloy, even though there are
examples in the literature where alloys containing immiscible elements 共elements that have a positive heat of mixing
between them兲 can be made amorphous by MA.41 However,
more investigations need to be carried out to validate this
conclusion further. Thus, it appears that the increased GFA of
the Fe-based alloys in the present investigation is more probably related to the large difference in the atomic sizes of the
constituent elements than the positive heat of mixing. Let us
now try to understand the reasons for 共i兲 amorphization in
this system, 共ii兲 the effect of Nb addition on the increased
GFA, and 共iii兲 the associated lattice contraction behavior.
B. Reasons for amorphization

It has been frequently mentioned in literature that amorphization by MA is possible when the free energy of the
crystalline phase can be increased to a level above that of the
hypothetical amorphous phase.27,28 The increase in free energy of the crystalline phase can be achieved through incorporation of lattice defects such as vacancies, dislocations,
grain boundaries, etc., or disordering of intermetallics, and/or
the lattice strain introduced into the system. While only a
qualitative or an approximate estimate of the contribution of
the crystalline defects to the increase in the free energy of the
crystal lattice can be made, it is possible to determine, at
least semiquantitatively, the contribution of lattice strain, using the models of Egami and subsequently developed further
by others.
Egami and Waseda42 proposed a model to calculate the
lattice strain obtained in a binary alloy by the introduction of
a solute atom of a size different from that of the solvent
atom. Using the atomic scale elasticity theory, they calculated the atomic level stresses in both the solid solution and
an amorphous phase. They noted that neither the local stress
fluctuations nor the total strain energy varied much with solute concentration in the amorphous alloy. On the other hand,
the strain energy increased continuously and linearly with
solute content in the solid solution. Thus, beyond a critical

solute concentration, the glassy alloy becomes energetically
more favorable than the corresponding crystalline lattice.
This minimum solute concentration necessary to obtain the
stable glassy phase, CBmin, was found to be inversely correlated with the atomic volume mismatch, 共vB − vA兲 / vA, where
vA is the atomic volume of the matrix atom A and vB is the
atomic volume of the solute atom B, according to the relationship

冏

冏

共vB − vA兲 min
CB = 0.1.
vA

共1兲

From the above analysis, it becomes clear that the presence
of solute atoms is necessary to form an amorphous phase. In
fact, Egami43 emphasized that “In general, alloying makes
glass formation easier, not because alloying stabilizes a
glass, but because it destabilizes a crystal.”
This concept of a critical strain required to destabilize a
crystalline lattice, originally developed for binary alloys was
later extended to the case of ternary alloy systems44 and multicomponent BMGs.45 This model was further developed by
Miracle et al.46,47 who brought in the concept of local clustering of solvent atoms around the solute atom in order to
achieve dense random packing. They also proposed that a
crystalline lattice becomes unstable once the internal strain
reaches a critical value causing a change in the local coordination number.37 Another important difference between the
models of Egami and Miracle is that while the Egami model
assumed that all the solute elements, irrespective of their
size, take up the substitutional positions, the model of
Miracle accounts for the occupancy of either substitutional
or interstitial positions depending on the size of the solute
atom.
In the present case, the volumetric strain in the Fe solid
solution lattice due to solute addition was calculated using
the equations
VA =

冉 冊

2 1 − 2
1 ,
3 1−

共2兲

where VA is the volumetric strain, 1 is the mismatch between solute atoms and coordination hole of the nearest
neighbor atoms in the multicomponent system,  is Poisson’s
ratio, and
1 =

冋冉

2
兺 y iC i
1 + 兺 Ci共y − 1兲
兺 共1 + R兲

冊 册
3

−1 ,

共3兲

where y is the ratio of deformed volume of solute and solvent as given below, R = Rsolute / Rsolvent and Ci is the atomic
concentration of the ith element, and y is given by
y = R3

冋 冉 冊冉 冊
2 1 − 2
3 1−

2
1+R

3

+

册

1+
.
3共1 − 兲

共4兲

Values of VA calculated using the above equations for the
different Nb contents with x = 1, 2, 4, and 6 at. % are shown
in Table III.
It is clear from Table III that the absolute value of the
volumetric strain is greater than 0.054, the critical value
above which it leads to topological instability of the lattice in
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TABLE III. Volumetric strain for the Fe42Ni28Zr10−xNbxB20 system with x
= 1, 2, 4, and 6 at. %, calculated using Eqs. 共2兲–共4兲.
at. % Nb

Volumetric strain

1
2
4
6

−0.191 83
−0.191 14
−0.189 74
−0.188 31

the crystalline matrix, sufficient enough to cause amorphization. This explains why amorphization has been achieved in
all the powder mixes by MA.
From the above analysis it becomes clear that by introduction of solute atoms of different size into the Fe lattice, it
was possible to develop sufficient amount of strain in the
lattice to make it amorphous. However, the process of MA is
also known to additionally introduce crystal defects which
also raise the energy of the system. Thus, the reason for the
occurrence of amorphization in this alloy system could be
due to both the above effects. Hence, in all likelihood, it is
the size difference between the constituent atoms in the system which is more important in allowing this system to go
into the amorphous state. This is because the contribution of
lattice defects to raise the energy of the system is rather
low.26 The negative values of the volumetric strain support
the fact that amorphization is accompanied by a contraction
of the lattice, which has been demonstrated experimentally.
C. Highest GFA at 2 at. % Nb

The diffraction angle for the broad diffuse peak from the
amorphous phase is related to the interatomic distance, Xm
through the Bragg relation
1.23 = 2Xm sin  ,

共5兲

where  is the wavelength of the x-ray beam used, Xm is the
interatomic distance between the neighboring atoms,  is the
peak position, and 1.23 is the correction factor used for liquids and amorphous solids.48 Using this relation, the distance
between nearest neighbor atoms has been calculated and
these values are listed in Table IV for the amorphous alloys
with different Nb contents. Since the scattering intensity of
the metalloid atom 共boron, in the present case兲 is significantly lower in comparison to that of the transition metal
共TM兲 atoms, Xm obtained from the above equation can be
considered as the average TM-TM nearest neighbor atomic
distance. It is clear from Table IV that addition of Nb results
TABLE IV. Interatomic distances between TM atoms in the
Fe42Ni28Zr10−xNbxB20 system; 2 corresponds to the position of the broad
diffuse peak at the time of amorphization and Xm is the average interatomic
distance between TM atoms.

at. % Nb

Time for amorphization
共h兲

2
共deg兲

Xm
共nm兲

1
2
4
6

10
8
10
15

44.33
44.36
44.25
44.47

0.2511
0.2517
0.2515
0.2503

TABLE V. R and N values for individual solute atoms in the amorphous
Fe42Ni28Zr10−xNbxB20 system. 共R = RB / RA, where RA is the radius of solvent
atom, RB is the radius of solute atom, and N is the coordination number of
the first shell兲.

Element

Radius
共nm兲

R = RB / RFe

Occupancy

N

Fe
Ni
Zr
Nb
B

0.1241
0.1246
0.1593
0.1468
0.0820

1.004
1.284
1.183
0.661

Substitutional
Substitutional
Substitutional
Interstitial

13
18
16
9

in increased TM-TM nearest neighbor atom distance, i.e., an
increase in topological instability, and that the TM-TM distance is larger for the alloys with 2 and 4 at. % Nb, and is
the highest for the amorphous alloy with 2 at. % Nb. Further, it is seen from the diffraction patterns that the width of
the diffuse peak, representing the amorphous phase, is maximum in the powder blend containing 2 at. % Nb. This observation lends further support to the increased GFA of the
alloy at this composition 共with 2 at. % Nb兲 through further
enhancement of topological disorder in the alloy system.
Thus, the increased nearest neighbor distance and the larger
width of the broad diffuse peak satisfactorily explain the
highest GFA observed in the Fe42Ni28Zr8Nb2B20 powder
blend, as evidenced by the shortest time 共5–8 h兲 required for
amorphization among all the alloy compositions investigated.
D. Reasons for lattice contraction

Our study involves Fe as the matrix 共solvent atom兲 with
Ni, Zr, Nb, and B being the solute atoms. According to Miracle’s model, the solute atoms, at room temperature, get distributed between the substitutional and interstitial sites depending on the radius ratio R = RB / RA, where A represents the
solvent atom and B is the solute atom. The model suggests
that when R ⬍ 0.8, the solute atoms occupy the interstitial
sites and when R ⬎ 0.83, they occupy the substitutional sites.
At intermediate values of R, the solute atoms occupy either
the interstitial or substitutional sites. Further, this model
showed a strong correlation between R and N, the coordination number of the first nearest neighbor shell.47 Table V
shows the R and N values corresponding to the individual
solute atoms in the given Fe-based multicomponent system.
Even though the coordination numbers are more accurately
related to the Rⴱ values, the corresponding R values with
maximum packing efficiency, with the accuracy of first decimal place it is possible to estimate the N value for individual
solute atoms with the corresponding R value.
Based on the data from Table V we can explain the
occurrence of lattice contraction during amorphization. In
the Fe42Ni28Zr10−xNbxB20 system the possible values of N for
the different solute atoms 共atomic clusters—solvent atoms
surrounding solute atom兲 during amorphization are calculated to be 13, 18, 16, and 9 for Ni, Zr, Nb, and B, respectively. When Zr is replaced by Nb the coordination number
changes from 18 to 16 leading to a matrix with more efficient
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packing and less free volume. This occurrence leads to contraction of the lattice during amorphization and is supported
by the shift of 2 values of the broad diffuse peak to higher
angles with an increase in milling time. However, at very
high Nb content, e.g., at 6 at. % Nb, the GFA of the alloy
decreases 共as evidenced by the longer time required for
amorphization兲 associated with a decrease in the TM-TM
distance. In other words, topological instability is less favorable toward amorphization.
Amorphization has been reported in a number of
materials—both metallic and nonmetallic.49 One of the ways
in which amorphization has been achieved is through the
application of high pressures, more popular for nonmetallic
materials.50 For example, it has been reported that zirconium
tungstate 共ZrW2O8兲 could be amorphized by subjecting the
compound to a high pressure in the range of 1.5–3.5 GPa.51
Since this compound is a framework structure and also exhibits a negative thermal expansion, it was suggested that
there could be a relationship between the negative thermal
expansion and pressure-induced amorphization in such compounds. In fact, computer simulations pointed out the possibility of a common origin between pressure-induced amorphization and negative thermal expansion in tetrahedrally
bonded networks,52 Therefore, it is possible that “lattice”
contraction 共resulting in smaller volumes兲 is associated with
the process of amorphous phase formation. It has been reported that the pressures developed during MA experiments
can be as high as 6 GPa 共Ref. 28兲, and therefore it is possible
that these high pressures could also contribute to reduced
volumes and hence the process of amorphization. Although,
the relationship between negative thermal expansion and
pressure-induced amorphization has been established for
network-type structures, and extending this to metallic-type
alloys could be risky, it may be argued that metallic glassy
alloys also have been shown to be consisting of clusters in
the liquid state37 and that these clusters could be considered
as structural units.

V. CONCLUSIONS

Blended elemental powder mixtures corresponding to
the compositions of Fe42Ni28Zr10−xNbxB20 with x = 0, 1, 2, 4,
and 6 at. % have been shown to become amorphous on milling them in a high-energy ball mill. It has been shown that
addition of Nb improves the GFA of the alloys. The highest
GFA 共in terms of the milling time required for amorphization兲 was noted for the Fe42Ni28Zr8Nb2B20 alloy. Associated
with the amorphization, the 2 value of the broad diffuse
peak representing the amorphous phase in the XRD pattern
showed a maximum value representing lattice contraction.
The reasons for amorphization, improvement of the GFA on
Nb addition, and the possible causes for lattice contraction
have been discussed using the concept of local topological
instability as proposed by Egami and further developed by
Miracle. It is suggested that lattice contraction could be related to the phenomenon of pressure-induced amorphization
in framework structures that exhibit the phenomenon of
negative thermal expansion.
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